Postnatal steroid therapy is associated with autism spectrum disorder in children and adolescents of very low birth weight infants.
This study evaluates the association between major neonatal morbidities and autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in children and adolescents born of very low birth weight (VLBW). Historical cohort study using the Israel national VLBW infant database linked with the Maccabi Healthcare Services (MHS) medical records. The study cohort comprised 4963 VLBW subjects born from 1999 to 2012, >1 year of age. Multivariable logistic regression analyses were used to assess factors associated with ASD. The diagnosis of ASD was confirmed in 113 children (2.3%). Infants with major neonatal morbidities had higher rates of ASD; however, in the multivariable analyses these were not significantly associated with ASD: severe intraventricular hemorrhage (OR 1.21 [95% CI 0.60-2.45]), post-hemorrhagic hydrocephalus (OR 1.77 [0.73-4.29]), periventricular leukomalacia (OR 1.02 [0.42-2.51]), severe retinopathy of prematurity (OR 1.91 [0.995-3.67]), and bronchopulmonary dysplasia (OR 1.44 [0.84-2.45]). Postnatal steroid therapy when included separately was associated with an OR of 1.97 [1.18-3.29] for ASD. This association remained significant when postnatal steroid therapy was included with each of the neonatal morbidities (ORs ranging from 1.91 to 2.11). This study suggests a significant association between postnatal steroid therapy and ASD in VLBW infants. This possible association should be considered in future studies evaluating potential risk factors for ASD in preterm infants.